A descriptive study of the survival of Holstein-Friesian heifers through to third calving on English dairy farms.
A short herd lifespan severely limits opportunities for on-farm selection of breeding cows in addition to causing financial losses on dairy farms and presenting welfare issues for individual animals. This prospective study monitored survival up to third calving and reasons for culling of a cohort of 468 Holstein-Friesian heifers on 18 dairy farms across southern England. Heifers born during 2003 and 2004 were monitored from 1 mo of age through to third calving. A longevity index was calculated as the proportion of days alive spent in milk production, a good measure of lifetime performance. On average, 11% of heifers recruited at 1 mo did not survive until first calving (0% longevity index). Of those that did calve, 19% were culled in lactation 1 (total average lifetime days in milk of 322 with a longevity index of 24%) and 24% were culled during lactation 2 (total average lifetime days in milk of 623 with a longevity index of 40%). The primary cause for culling was infertility. Only 55% of replacement heifers calved successfully for a third time, ranging from 80 to 32% across individual farms. These results show that on a selection of UK farms, a large number of heifers never become productive or are culled before they reach their full lactation potential. Increasing the productive lifetime of dairy cows would improve the efficiency of dairy production by lowering replacement costs and capturing a greater proportion of potential lactation milk yield from mature cows.